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The paradox of disparagement humor: An analysis of WhatsApp jokes on 
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Abstract 
This qualitative theoretical paper hinges on literature and content analysis on the paradox of 
disparagement humor evoked by WhatsApp jokes that target women and are related to the COVID-
19 pandemic. The paper employs the functionalist and feminist theory of mass media and the 
justification suppression model of prejudice as the bedrock to the debate and analysis. Although humor 
helps us to cope with pandemics, the paper finds several jokes on COVID-19 departing from this 
function and promoting dysfunctions such as humiliation and social exclusion of women. Inferences 
are made that such jokes that are derogatory and denigrating can elicit feelings of self-doubt and 
reduced physical and intellectual performance of women. The researcher advocates for assertive media 
polices and reforms that promote gender equality and freedom for all. 
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Introduction 
A novel coronavirus has been identified as the causative agent of the severe acute respiratory 
syndrome (SARS) outbreak that has accounted for several infected people worldwide(Navas-Mart´ın 
& Weiss,2004), and one such disease is the Corona Virus Disease 2019(COVID-19). The first case of 
the COVID-19 Coronavirus was detected on December 8, 2019. On March 11th,2020, the World 
Health Organization announced that the COVID-19 coronavirus is officially considered a pandemic. 
A pandemic means that the virus is spreading in various countries faster than containment can halt it 
(Fernandez, 2020). Over 18 million people had been infected and over 700 000 people had died globally 
by 3 August 2020(Worldometer COVID-19 Coronavirus Pandemic,2020). The high rates of infection 
and deaths signify how catastrophic this pandemic is. Presently, the media is brimming with news on 
the spread, infection, deaths, prevention, and possible vaccines to fight the COVID-19 pandemic. This 
paper presents that the media is playing a positive social function of disseminating the required 
information to help to curb the pandemic. The functionalist theory of mass media states that by 
providing such important information, the mass media assist in the smooth functioning of the society. 
Besides the dissemination of information, the media also has the social function of entertainment by 
covering sport, films, comedy, plays, etc. However, not all the information that is shared by the media 
has positive functions, and not all entertainment has the same impact on the various social groupings 
in society. 
It is generally agreed that the jokes that people share on the media platforms have an entertaining 
function. However, this paper finds some jokes disparaging certain groups in society. Disparagement 
humor elicits amusement through the denigration, derogation, humiliation, victimization, or 
belittlement of individuals, social groups, or ideologies (Ferguson & Ford, 2008). Ford (2016) 
conceptualises disparagement humor as an attempt to amuse through the denigration of a social group 
or its representatives. The marginalised groups are victims of such jokes for example women, black 
Africans, the poor, gays, lesbians, and others. The fight against a lethal pandemic like COVID-19 
requires a united society that should be witnessed from the family unit to the global whole. The 
statistics released so far reflect that the pandemic spares nobody regardless of sex, race, class, religion, 
profession, and prestige. If this is the case, why should people discriminate against each other when 
they are supposed to unite in fighting against the pandemic? 
This theoretical paper uses qualitative content analysis to examine and infer the possible effects of 
disparaging jokes on women. It starts by discussing a brief background to the problem. It then 
proceeds by examining the relevant theories such as functionalism, feminism, and justification 
suppression model of disparagement humor. The researcher also presents a section on the 
methodology which describes how the content analysis was used in the study. The paper then presents 
excerpts of some jokes and the accompanying inferences on their possible effects on women’s efforts 
in the fight against the pandemic before making recommendations and conclusions. 
Background to the problem 
The advent of pandemics in the history of humankind has always been accompanied by a series of 
social, political, and economic measures (Fernandez, 2020). As part of control measures in the fight 
against COVID-19, the UK, US, EU, and many other countries imposed some degree of “lockdown,” 
with restaurants and bars, shops, churches, schools, and gyms closed, and citizens required, or at least 
strongly encouraged, to stay home to avoid catching or spreading COVID-19, the respiratory illness 
caused by the novel coronavirus (Fernandez, 2020). In other parts of the globe, several activities were 
also put on hold such as sport, street processions, weddings, parties, and other forms of social 
gatherings or public events. The quotation below captures some of the effects of the pandemic. 
The coronavirus pandemic has caused so many things to happen, some predictable, others not. European 
leaders have confined people at home and seen their approval ratings soar. Right-wing politicians have 
temporarily suspended their national economies. And as the world hunkers down, threatened by the 
worst global health crisis in 100 years…(Mctague, 2020). 
This paper notes that even in times of crisis, entertainment plays an important function to help people 
to endure the challenges they face especially when other forms of entertainment have been put on 
hold.  
Several jokes related to changes to events and institutions have been shared as the globe takes up arms 
against the COVID-19 pandemic. Murphy (2020) posits that  
“… in times of crisis, when we are frightened and don’t know what the hell is going on, we have 
historically turned to comedy. Comedy, as frivolous and inessential as it may seem, is humanity’s free 
coping mechanism, a medium that both distracts us from the horrors of the world while allowing us to 
get our best and worst thoughts out of our heads and off of our chests.”(p1). 
Yes, jokes make people laugh and at times help them fight against stress and anxiety imposed by the 
pandemic, Some scientists even suggest that laughing boosts one’s immune system. However, some 
jokes may be too extreme and may result in prejudices. Mctague admits that; 
… there’s been a mass outpouring of gags, memes, funny videos, and general silliness. We might be 
scared, but we seem determined to carry on laughing. What is it about the tragedy that is so funny? Why 
do I find myself flicking through Twitter in the evening, alternately looking at tables of COVID-19 
death rates and bidet memes? How can I find something so scary one minute so funny the next? And 
what is it about this crisis in particular that has spawned such an industrial output of humor? 
(Mctague, 2020). 
On the same note, Murphy (2020) concurs that; 
What could be funny about a global pandemic that has altered the very fabric of our existence, in one 
fell swoop, shutting down everything we hold dear, from sports to movies to music to the very notion of 
human interaction? How could anyone possibly write jokes at a time like this? But …That being said, 
a lot of the comedy produced in response to the coronavirus has been unfunny, hack, and sometimes 
legitimately racist. 
 As noted earlier, not all jokes have a positive function of entertaining. Several jokes on COVID-19 
that are circulating on social media are potential vehicles of racism, sexism, denigration, and 
victimisation. In this study, the cogent task is to examine the possible effects of those jokes that target 
and disparage women in fighting against the COVID-19 pandemic in the home and the public sphere 
that have gone viral on the WhatsApp platform. Various studies have revealed that jokes that 
disparage or denigrate certain groups in society go beyond amusement and adds in feelings of 
embarrassment and hostility (Ferguson & Ford 2008; Murphy,2020; Mctague,2020). Drawing from 
the studies above, this paper proffers the argument that these jokes reinforce stereotypes, feelings of 
exclusion, reduced confidence which undermine the efforts of women in contributing to the running 
and survival of the society. An inference is made that some jokes that are shared on WhatsApp that 
target women may in some part work against their efforts to fight against the pandemic. The next 
section presents the theoretical framework which forms the bedrock of this study. The justification 
suppression model of prejudice, the functionalist and feminist theories of mass media are discussed 
concerning the paradox of disparagement humor 
Justification Suppression Model of prejudice 
The social norms prohibit people from expressing their genuine prejudices and seek out justifications 
to express discrimination in socially normative ways. The justification-suppression model of prejudice 
suggests that individuals who engage in prejudicial behaviors stemming from prejudicial beliefs look 
for more acceptable explanations to ‘justify’ that their actions are based on something other than 
prejudice (Crandall&Eshleman, 2003). Justification in this context can be conceptualised as “any 
psychological or social process that can serve as an opportunity to express genuine prejudice without 
suffering external or internal sanction” (Crandall & Eshleman, 2003,p.425). Ford (2016) notes that 
people are often exposed to humor that disparages others, and that is especially true on social media. 
According to the justification suppression model, people hide behind the fact that they are joking yet 
they are expressing a prejudice. Research suggests that, even though it sometimes looks harmless 
enough, the effects of disparagement humor are far from benign (Ford, 2016), such humor can 
reinforce stereotypes and create a context where intolerant or derogatory attitudes become seen as 
accepted and commonplace. People then decide to do it by hiding behind jokes which they find 
justifiable and acceptable. It is important to note that; 
It’s kind of funny but, on the other hand, it also trades on a stereotype of a disadvantage or minority 
group that some people may find offensive. Is this harmless fun? Or is it prejudice? Should you be 
amused? Or angry? (Ford, 2016). 
In line with the justification model, Ford (2016) elaborates that disparagement humor is 
paradoxical: It simultaneously communicates two conflicting messages. One is an explicit hostile 
or prejudiced message. But delivered alongside is a second implicit message that “it doesn’t count 
as hostility or prejudice because I didn’t mean it — it’s just a joke.” 
The functionalist theory of the mass media 
The functionalist perspective is based largely on the works of, Emile Durkheim, Talcott Parsons, and 
Robert Merton. According to functionalism, society is a system of interconnected parts that work 
together in harmony to maintain a state of balance and social equilibrium for the whole. For example, 
each of the social institutions contributes important functions for society(Mooney, Knox, & Schacht, 
2007). Functionalism as a sociological theory focuses on how mass media contribute to the smooth 
functioning of society (Giddens and Sutton,2014). The proponents of functionalism believe that mass 
media performs functions such as education, socialisation, and entertainment. In the fight against 
COVID-19 pandemic, the media is replete with important information on the cause, symptoms, 
incubation period, spread, demographic statistics, recoveries, prevention, and trends in the various 
parts of the world. The world is kept updated and is on alert as it takes up arms against the pandemic. 
In other words, the mass media is an important tool that is being used to disseminate important 
information to millions of people in a short period. Also, the other function of mass media is 
entertainment. People can watch sports, films, movies, drama, and comedies from the media and they 
can have amusement and enjoyment. There is no doubt that the programs that educate can also 
entertain and socialise. In other words, there is some intersectionality of functions. It is important to 
note that not all that we get from the media has positive functions of socialising, educating, and 
entertaining. Merton claims that besides the manifest functions, social institutions (ie mass media) can 
be dysfunctional (Haralambos, Holborn & Heald, 2014) when the yield undesirable consequences. 
Mass media can carry inaccurate, fake, distorted, and derogatory contents that undermine and mislead 
certain groups in society. In reaction to the shortfalls of the functionalist theory, there is a growing 
body of conflict theories that focus on dysfunctions that are reinforced by the media such as 
inequalities, social exclusion, prejudice, and harassment. Precisely, the feminist theory of mass media 
is a conflict theory that takes issue with the functionalist theory for its failure to recognise the negative 
consequences of media on women such as discrimination, prejudice, stereotyping and denigration. The 
feminist theory becomes more to guide this debate since it is on the jokes of women and the possible 
effects. 
The feminist theory of the mass media 
In response to the functionalist claims, feminists refute the view that mass media performs positive 
functions as it creates and reproduces inequalities. “Research in many areas of communication has 
shown a wide range of differences in the content of messages related to the gender of the source, 
audience, or subject of a particular instance or text of the communication. Feminist theory focusing 
on gendered content in news coverage and other mainstream media products is usually aimed at the 
discovery of gendered patterns of representation and the explication of relations of power that underlie 
them” (Cuklanz,2016,p.2). Feminists believe that the jokes that are carried by the media do not always 
perform the functions of entertainment. Rather, they reinforce subordination and gender stereotypes. 
Some jokes discredit and humiliate girls and women resulting in reduced confidence. In other words, 
such jokes reinforce patriarchy and masculinity. 
According to Wood (2013) the feminist theory of the mass media argues that women are maginalised 
and denigrated as the media propagates the following stereotypes: 
• The more powerful, ambitious men occupy themselves with important business deals, exciting 
adventures, and rescuing dependent females, whom they often then assault sexually. Typically 
men are portrayed as active, adventurous, powerful, sexually aggressive, and largely 
uninvolved in human relationships. 
•  Men are presented as hard, tough, independent, sexually aggressive, unafraid, violent, totally 
in control of all emotions, and-above all-in no way feminine 
•  The qualities that men are urged to exemplify (aggressiveness, dominance, sexuality, and 
strength) are identical to those linked to the abuse of women. 
• Depictions of women as sex objects who are usually young, thin beautiful, passive, dependent, 
and often incompetent and dumb. Most of the bad ones work outside of the home, which is 
probably why they are hardened and undesirable. 
• Women are portrayed alternatively either as decorative objects, who must attract a man to be 
valuable or as victims of men's sexual impulses. Either way, women are defined by their bodies 
and how men treat them. 
• Female characters devote their primary energies to improving their appearances and taking 
care of homes and people. 
• Media efforts to pathologize natural physiology can be very serious. 
• Representations of relationships are that men are the competent authorities who save women 
from their incompetence. 
• Women are primary caregivers and men are breadwinners. 
According to the feminist theory of mass media, such stereotypes are likely to typecast, 
conventionalise, and categorise the images of men and women. The stereotypes may to a certain extent 
lead to a self-fulfilling prophecy and reduced self-confidence in women. The next section presents the 




This study utilised the qualitative content analysis approach to come up with the findings from the 
data that was gathered using the snowballing sampling technique. Content analysis entails "the 
systematic reduction of content, analyzed with special attention to the context in which it was created, 
to identify themes and extract meaningful interpretations of the data"(Roller & Lavrakas, 2015,p.232). 
In other words, content analysis refers to “... the procedure for reviewing or evaluating documents—
both printed and electronic (computer-based and Internet-transmitted) material ”(Bowen, 2009, p. 27). 
Electronic content material, precisely WhatsApp jokes on women related to the COVID-19 pandemic 
were analysed in this study. “Qualitative content analysis goes beyond merely counting words or 
extracting objective content from texts to examine meanings, themes, and patterns that may be 
manifest or latent in a particular text. It allows researchers to understand social reality in a subjective 
but scientific manner” (Zhang & Wildemuth,2009,p.1). The paper infers the possible impacts of these 
jokes on the confidence and efficacy of women in the fight against the pandemic basing on the 
predictions made by the theories discussed above on the obvious and hidden meaning of the jokes. 
Snowballing as a non-probability sampling technique refers to “…method of survey sample selection 
that is commonly used to locate hidden populations. This method relies on referrals from initially 
sampled respondents to other persons believed to have the characteristic of 
interest”(Johnson,2014,p.1). The researcher used the available contacts from WhatsApp groups who 
in turn helped to identify more jokes on women until a sufficient number of excerpts have been 
gathered to come up with findings for this study. The researcher enjoyed advantages such as 
confidentiality, reduced cost, and efficiency. 
The researcher used the following procedure for content analysis as suggested by Parveen & Showkat 
(2017): (a) Identify your research question/objective. (b) Select your sample (c) Skim the material 
selected through the aforementioned procedure and make a list of main themes you plan to analyse. 
(d) Can classify the content based on these themes or categories. (e) Drawing conclusions (p38).The 
excerpts of COVID-19 related jokes on women are presented and analysed in the next section and 
conclusions are drawn.  
 
 
Presentation and analysis of COVID-19 jokes on women 
This section presents ten excerpts of jokes that are related to the COVID-19 pandemic and are 
directed at women. The section then proceeds by analyzing the possible effects of such jokes using the 
tenets of the theoretical framework as discussed before. 
Excerpt 1 
The Good Morning Britain presenter shared a picture containing a light-hearted statement which 
stated ‘evidence’ suggesting COVID-19 was created by women. The post read: ‘I’ve worked out the 
Corona Virus!! [sic] .IT’S BEEN CREATED BY WOMEN!! Think about it lads…… 1 – No 
Sports . 2 – All pubs to shut. 3 – 14 Days Quarantine (so you can finally get those odd jobs done)4 – 
Symptoms of Corona are flu-like… THEY KNOW THAT’S OUR KRYPTONITE. 5 – They even 
had the audacity to name it after a beer! 
 
Excerpt 2 
The symptoms of coronavirus are sweating, weakness,diarrhoea and stomach pains. Basically, it is the 
same kind of feeling you get when you see your wife checking your phone. 
 
Excerpt3 
I am fighting two pandemics in quarantine- my troublesome wife and COVID-19. 
Excerpt 4 
December 2020 and January 2021the world will experience an upsurge in birth rate with these women. 
To you, all men the children born this time are in no doubt yours. 
 
Excerpt 5 
After 21 days of quarantine, I can't help chuckling at this conversation in an elevator: “Hey, John, 
women can't fool us about their looks, now that all beauty salons are closed.”“I am not John, you Idiot! 
I am your neighbour Juliet!” 
  
Excerpt 6 




African men have moved many single ladies out of poverty more than government social intervention 
schemes. My worry is how they are going to cope with the economic demands during this lockdown. 
 
Excerpt 8 
If you are staying at home, with money, you are in isolation. If you are staying home, broke, you are in 
quarantine. If you are staying home, broke, and with a troublesome wife, you are in total lockdown. 
 
Excerpt 9 
One morning a lady came to the pastor running and crying for help. The pastor asked her to  
to narrate her problem. The woman knelt and shouted “Oh! I don’t want to die. Please help I slept with 
a man from ….”Before she finishes the pastor was already on his heals fleeing from being contaminated. 
 
Excerpt 10 
 Sounds of domestic animals in a lockdown: 
 Cat ~n’ewuun’ewuun’ewuu 
 Rat  ~tswiitswiitswii 
 Dog ~huuhuuhuu 
 Wife ~money money money 
 
Several jokes are circulating but a few above have been chosen in this debate and content analysis. 
Most of the jokes are derogatory and reinforce prejudice of women yet they(women) are playing an 
important part in the fight against COVID -19. Excerpt 1 portrays men as aggressive beings who are 
always out of the home in sport, pubs, and other outdoor activities in most cases against women's will 
who always dominate the domestic sphere. The joke says COVID -19 was created by women to control 
and domesticate men so that they can avoid bars, sport and assist them with domestic chores. 
 
Men are portrayed as brave, violent, aggressive, and powerful breadwinners whose duty is to rescue 
dependent and less responsible women (See Excerpts 3,7 and 9). The following extracts also depict 
the stereotypes for men and women that are propagated by the media: 
• I am fighting two pandemics in quarantine(see Excerpt 3 ) 
• …African men have moved many single ladies out of poverty more than government social intervention 
schemes(see Excerpt 7) 
• One morning a lady came to the pastor running and crying for help… The woman shouted “Oh! I 
don’t want to die. Please help I slept with a man from ….”Before she finishes the pastor was already 
on his heals fleeing from being contaminated. (see Excerpt 9) 
 
On the other hand, women are depicted as irresponsible, rude, and reckless when the whole globe is 
fighting a pandemic. For example, some jokes portray women as neglecting contraceptives (see 
Excerpt 4), involved in infidelity and prostitution instead of maintaining hygiene and social distancing 
(see Excerpts 4, 6and 9), doing witch-hunting (see Excerpts 1,2 and 3), and as unproductive 
dependents (see Excerpts 7, 8 and10). The following extracts suggest the propagation of these 
stereotypes: 
• … Basically, it is the same kind of feeling you get when you see your wife checking 
your phone. (see Excerpt 2) 
• …two pandemics in quarantine- my troublesome wife and COVID-19. (see Excerpt 3) 
• …2021the world will experience an upsurge in birth rate with these women. (see Excerpt 4) 
• …To you all men the children born this time are in no doubt yours. (see Excerpt 4) 
• “I am not John, you Idiot! I am your neighbour Juliet!” (see Excerpt 5) 
• … My sister close your legs too. All businesses are closing. (see Excerpt 6) 
• … My worry is how they are going to cope with the economic demands during this lockdown. (see 
Excerpt7) 
• If you are staying home, broke, and with a troublesome wife, you are in total lockdown. (see Excerpt 
8) 
• “…I don’t want to die. Please help I slept with a man from ….”( see Excerpt 9) 
• Sounds of domestic animals during a lockdown:… Wife ~money money money. (see Excerpt10) 
 
Additional analysis shows that the jokes denigrate women to decorative sex objects who are 
preoccupied with their physiological appearance to satisfy men’s desires. They are depicted as 
spending most of their energies in activities that improve their appearances while men are fighting 
the pandemic. The following extracts depict these stereotypes. 
 
• … December 2020 and January 2021the world will experience an upsurge in birth rate with these 
women. (see Excerpt 4) 
• … Hey, John, women can't fool us about their looks, now that all beauty salons are closed. (see Excerpt 
5) 
• … As schools, churches, mosques, markets, and bars are closed. My sister close your legs too.  (see 
Excerpt 6) 
• … The woman shouted “Oh! I don’t want to die. Please help I slept with a man from ….”(see Excerpt 
9) 
 
These jokes are far from benign, they may in some part contribute to a reduced effort from women 
whose contribution is needed to combat the pandemic together. Ford (2016) clarifies that  
By disguising expressions of prejudice in a cloak of fun and frivolity, disparagement 
humor, like the jokes above, appears harmless and trivial. However, a large and 
growing body of psychology research suggests just the opposite – that disparagement 
humor can foster discrimination against targeted groups. (p1). 
These jokes in some part underrepresent women’s effort in the survival of the society which should 
be recognised and appreciated. Derogatory jokes that target women distort their self-esteem, self-
concept, and impact negatively on motivation. It can be inferred that if repeated, these jokes would 
result in self-fulfilling prophecy and reduced intellectual performance. To some women, these jokes 
would generate self-doubt and slow decision making in the fight against the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Way forward 
From the debate, mass media performs important functions in the survival of society and fighting 
pandemics in particular. Some of the functions are educating, socialising, and entertaining society. In 
other words, the media provides an important social vaccine. However, the entertaining function of 
the mass media has been distorted and this may lead to gender divide when fighting against the 
pandemic. The mass media is awash with jokes that disparage women. It depicts women as 
incompetent, dependent on men, sex objects, weak, rude, irresponsible, and second class citizens. As a 
suggestion, more studies like this should challenge the media so that there are reforms that promote 
the image, confidence, and efficacy of women to deal with the challenges that bedevil society. 
The media policy should be in place to censure, castigate, denounce, and deplore sexist jokes, language, 
and imagery that discriminate against women. It can be admitted that social media may be difficult to 
regulate so that it is in tune with gender sensitivity. Therefore, this paper proffers the suggestion that 
society needs to be educated to combat these sex stereotypes at an institutional level eg family, 
education, religion, polity, sport, science and technology, the legal system, and the economy. One can 
argue that the stereotypes that are found in the mass media originate from these social institutions. 
The media should be a strategic and judicious tool to promote a non-stereotyped image of individuals, 
gender equality, female leadership, and awareness of gender-based violence against women. Men(who 
are prime perpetrators of gender violence) should be encouraged to participate in the campaign for 
media freedom and gender equality. More related studies and recommendations should come on board 
to encourage gender unity in media in fighting against the challenges that threaten humanity.  
Summary and conclusion 
This theoretical paper examines the possible impacts of disparagement humor elicited by WhatsApp 
jokes that target women as the globe fights against the COVID-19 pandemic. The media plays positive 
functions of educating, socialising and entertaining people when facing challenges that are life-
threatening such as pandemics. This study reveals that some jokes that are circulating on the 
WhatsApp platform are educating and entertaining. However, based on the guidance of the 
functionalist and feminist theories of mass media and the justification suppression model of prejudice, 
several jokes on COVID-19 are derogatory, denigrating, victimising, and prejudicing women. Several 
jokes portray men as competent, aggressive, powerful, independent, breadwinners, adventurous, and 
well equipped to fight the pandemic. On the other hand, women are depicted in positions, language, 
and images that portray them as weak, dependent, decorative sex objects, victims, irresponsible, 
caregivers. 
Disparagement humor is discriminatory and tantamount to prejudice, victimisation, denigration, 
belittlement, and humiliation of women. The portrayal of such images for women underrepresents 
their efforts resulting in reduced self-concept, self-doubt, weakened intellectual performance, self-
fulfilling prophecy, and decelerated decision making. The reforms that promote media freedom and 
gender equality should be gender-sensitive education and awareness campaigns in all the social 
institutions of the society starting from the family as the basic element. Besides, there should be 
assertive media polices that deplore humiliation and disparagement of women.  
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